





















































Guinea Pigs 
by Scott Edelman 


Dosiony Trattiano’s 7:30 Metto- 


liner out of Penn Station was 
late coming into Capitol Belrway. Even 
so, as the green hills of suburbia owed 
by Tony's window like endléss sicken- 
ing waves, his only wish was that the 
eight-car train could have moved even 
slower. His copy of Barron's folded 
neatly over his crossed knees, Tony was 
rereading a paragraph on the effects of 
computerization on tomortow’s eco- 
nomic world. His eyes scanned the 
words on the page, his brain ignoring 
their content as he thought of Marilyn 
and Billy waiting for him at home with 
their twin methods of torture. He read 
the paragraph yet again, but he could 
not get any meaning from the gray 
print; his mind spun fantasies of how 
Marilyn would begin yelling at him as 
soon as he walked through the door, 
and how his son would treat him with 
cold indifference. 

No wonder I come home late every 
night, Tony thought. They're lucky I 
come home at all. 

He sighed, giving up on the text in 
his lap, and let his head fall back on the 
purple and red cushion behind him. 
The pulsing of his head grew as he shut 
his eyes to the dim light. The Miller 
contract had kept him at the firm until 
late in the evening, his boss was riding 
him about its completion date, his 
assistant David was no good and Tony 
hadn’t the nerve to fire him, and the 
tense concentration the day demanded 
had simply made his head and eyes 
ache. 

He touched his forefingers to his eyes 
and gently rubbed. He wished he had 
someone he could complain to who 
would listen and make his burden seem 
lighter, someone with whom he could 
share the pain. Damn it, wasn’t that 
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what matriage was supposed to be 
about? 

A burst of light exploded to Tony's 
left, momentarily flashing his eyelids 
into red-veined webs. He blinked, his 
eyes tearing. 

For an instant he could not see, but 
then the afterglow faded and he could 


Jook around. Across the aisle to his left 


was a small cage that had not been 
there before. There were some sort of 
animals inside of it. Tony frowned and 


’ looked up and down the car. Except for 


him, it was empty. 

He leaned across the aisle and lifted 
the cage onto his lap. The creatures 
inside made no sound as he moved 
them about. Tony bowed his head and 
could see that enclosed by the gleaming 
bats were two.small’ animals that were 
almost featureless balls of fur. Squint- 
ing, he could see shiny eyes and tiny 
ted slittish mouths under small pink 
noses. 

The train jolted to a stop as Tony was 
studying the animals. He looked .up 
and realized that he was finally stopped 
at Capitol’ Beltway. 

A conductor ‘with a tremulous voice 
walked swiftly through the car 
announcing the stop. Tony reached out 
and touched the short man’s sleeve as 
he was about to pass him by, and the 
man stopped and peered with him at 
the little creatures. 

“Cute little things,” he said, leaning 
over, his nose close to the bars. The 
larger of the two animals lifted its eyes 
and twitched its nose. “But your pets 
don’t look like they enjoyed this trip 
very much. They’re guinea pigs, aren't 
they?” 

“Whatever they are, they're not 
mine,” said Tony. “Someone must 
have forgotten them and left them 
here.” 

“Even two little guinea pigs are a big 
thing to forget,” said the conductor. 


Tony got up and handed the conduc- 
tor the cage. The creatures squealed. 
“I'd better get off here before I miss my 
stop,” Tony said as he moved down the 
aisle toward the exit. 

“Hey, I can’t keep them,”’ shouted 
the conductor, who was rushing after 
Tony. “What the hell am I supposed to 
do with them? They'll starve to death if 
I hand them over to the Lost and 
Found.” 

“I have enough problems of my 
own,” said Tony, turning and holding 
up his hands in protest as he stepped 
from the train. The animals chittered 
and rushed about in their'cage, which 
toppled from the conductor’s hands 
into his upturned palms. THe tonduc- 
tor blew a whistle and the train began 
to pull away. 

“Now just wait a moment,” shouted 
Tony as he sidestepped to keep pace 
with the man framed in the doorway. 
The train picked up speed, garbage 
spun in eddies on the chilly platform, 
and in a moment Tony was alone, the 
metal of the cage cold in his hands. 

Tony walked down the steps to the 
nearby parking lot.’His was the only car 
there. Holding the cage in one hand, 
he unlocked the door and sat. Hé 
placed the cage on the seat beside him 
where the animals’ eyes twinkled in the 
dim light. Tony thought he saw féar in 
those eyes. 

As Tony slipped his key into the 
ignition, he frowned and turned back 
to the cage. There was no door built 
into its bars. 


* * * * 


Tony turned his Toyota into his 
driveway with tires shrieking, as if he 
had decided only at the last moment to 
approach his home. He knew what 
awaited him. Billy would be in his 
room reading his comic books, caring 
mote about the spectacular Spider- 
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Man's latest battle with the. dreaded 
Doctor Octopus than about his father’s 
atrival home. Marilyn would be in bed 
in a deep, yet superficial sleep, ready to 
leap awake at the sound of his car so she 
could begin to berate him for keeping 
her up late worrying. 

Tony did not know how much longer 
he could put up with. his family’s 
attacks. Their small house was too 
cramped for the three of them to be 
constantly at war, but try as he would 
he could not instigate a truce. There 
was mo extra space in the house to 
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which Tony could crawl to think un- 
molested. There were just the two 
bedrooms, a small kitchen with a din- 
ing nook, a living room, and a bath- 
room with an undersized shower stall. 
Tony wished that the house at least 
could have a basement or an attic in 
which he could hide, but Marilyn had 
not yet found satisfactory any of the 
larger homes that they’d been looking 
at since his last raise. Tony sometimes 
thought that the reason Marilyn kept 
him in this house was so he'd be easier 
game for her. 


He climbed out of the car, cage 
wedged between elbow and armpit, 
and closed the door slowly behind him 
so that the only sound it made was a 
gentle click. Responding to it as if to a 
starter’s gun, Marilyn burst from the 
house. 

“Dinner was ruined again,” she 
screamed. “Where the hell were you? 
Little William had to do his homework 
without any help, and you know how 
much he values your opinion.” 

“You mean he’s too lazy to do it 
himself,” said Tony as he walked by her 
carrying the cage. 

“Anthony, how could you say such a 

thing?” she shouted. Then she grew 
silent as her eyes focused on his 
burden. “And what the hell are those?” 
She squinted, then her eyes opened 
wide. “Oh, no, you’re not bringing 
those rodents into my house,” she said, 
planting herself firmly in the doorway. 
“I do my best to keep this shack as clean 
as I can, but if you’re going to bring in 
wild beasts, you can just pack up and 
go.” 
Tony squeezed by her and placed the 
cage on top of their Sony console tele- 
vision set. He sat back in the brown 
comfy chair and put his feet up on a 
battered Ottoman. “Look, Mary, I’m 
tired. I've had a tough day. Surely we 
can talk about it tomorrow.” 

“‘T've got a better idea, Anthony. 
Let’s not talk about it at all. Let’s just 
get rid of the damned things.” 

Marily moved quickly toward the 
cage, her feet whooshing through the 
plush green carpeting. She grabbed the 
cage with her right hand, and a spark of 
light leapt from the metal to her finger- 
tips. She winced and pulled back her 
hand. “Goddamned static electricity,” 
she said, placing a finger in her mouth. 
She scowled at Tony and went to their 
bedroom, slamming the door behind 
her. 

In a moment, a small dark-haired 
boy with deep-set eyes came shuffling 
down the hallway. Billy went to the 
Sony and curled up before the screen. 

Only twelve years old, thought 
Tony, and already he looks bike a 
degenerate. 

“You guys got to learn how to keep it 
down out here, Pops,” said Billy, never 


23 








oe ee eee 


pa 











looking directly at his father. 

Billy pulled a knob, and a picture 
began to appear. A car chase was in 
progress. Huge metal beasts screeched 
through narrow streets for what seemed 
like miles until the lead car crashed 
through the plate glass window of a 
video store. The driver of the pursuit 
car leapt out with a gun already in his 
hand and hollered “Freeze!” Billy 
bounced up and down, cheering. § - 

“Wow!” shouted Billy. 
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Tony stared at his son's tiny fists as he 

rooted for the hero, fists that ‘would 
unfortunately grow larger; Tony had 
already been receiving reports of his son 
bullying others at school. Tony imag- 
ined how Billy’s narrow shoulders 
would grow as he blossomed into a 
man, and he shivered. 

“Hey,” whispered Billy. He pointed 
at the two caged creatures, turning to 
his father for the first time that eve- 
ning. “Where did you get those?” 

Look at those old eyes, thought 
Tony. So young, and already he looks 
jaded, 

“I found them on the train,” Tony 
said softly, his hands tight on the arms 
of his chair. “I don’t know where they 
came from.” 

Billy sprang up and studied the ani- 
mals, licking his lips. He smiled. “But 
they’re mine now, right?” he said, 
teaching for the cage. “You brought 
them home for me, didn’t you?” 

“Billy, don’t,” said Tony wearily, 
almost too tired to protest. The two 
creatures cowered in the center of the 





cage. He shut his eyes. His temples 
pulsed and he wanted to sink back in 
his chair and be-swallowed away from 
the pain of thought. 

“You're getting old, Dad,” said the 
boy, picking up the cage. “Maybe it’s 
time you moved on. Mom and I would 
do fine. Just make sure you keep send- 
ing us checks.” 

Billy began to leave the room, leer- 
ing at his father. The animals squealed. 
Tony wanted to cry out, “Don’t hurt 
them,” but by the time he could even 
begin to open his mouth to protest, 
Billy had vanished. 


* OF * 


The two animals sat on his chest and 
stared into his eyes. His head began to 
pound more fiercely, and a miasma of 
color whirled before him. He tried to 
pull his gaze from the creatures, but his 
look stayed focused on the eyes of the 
larger animal. He felt faint, and heard 
a whistling noise, and he thought his 
head would split. 

He screamed, and Billy rushed into 
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the room and scooped up the animals 
from his chest. He threw them against 
the wall where they splattered with a 
sickening thud. 

Tony shut his eyes in horror, and 
when he opened them the creatures 
were on his chest again, and his head 
was clear. 

Tony felt a sharp pain at the end of 
his arm. He looked down the length of 
it to where his wife sat chewing her way 
up his arm with pointed teeth. Tony 
screamed, more loudly this time, and 
awoke. 

“Goddamn it,” Marilyn was shout- 
ing, shaking Tony by the arm as he 
slept on the couch, “are you dead or 
something? Get the hell up, I said. 
You're late for work.” 

Tony shook his head and pushed 
himself up from the damp pillows. His 
rumpled clothing pulled away from 
where dried sweat had stuck it to his 
flesh. He felt his wife’s fingers warm on 
his arm, and smiled, thinking of the 
animals he had found the night before. 
Marilyn’s fingers tightened, and Tony 
yanked his arm away. 

“T’m awake, Marilyn.” 

“Good,” she said. “Get going.” 

His wife grunted and left for the 
guest room. Tony stood up, his head 
woozy, and staggered after her broad 
back. 

When Tony entered the guest room, 
Marilyn was polishing the mahogany 
headboard of the bed. He sat on the 
edge of the mattress where he could see 
in the wood’s high gloss the cage atop 
the night table where he had placed it 
before falling asleep. Tony's head was 
aching; sleep had not revitalized him as 
it usually did, and he could not figure 
out why. The animals watched him as 
he unbuttoned his stiff shirt, their pink 
noses quivering. Marilyn dropped her 
polishing rag at her husband's feet. 

“This place stinks,” said Marilyn. 
“T've put up with these rats of yours as 
long as any wife could be expected to. 
One night was enough. You're going to 
get rid of them today, and that’s that. 
I won’t have them stinking up this 
room yet another night. You know my 
mother is coming to spend a week with 
us next month, and I won’t have her 
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sleeping in a zoo. A person could think 
you did it deliberately.” 

The guest room had been unoc- 
cupied for such a great while that Tony 
thought almost any aroma of life would 
be preferable to the antiseptic cleanli- 
ness that Marilyn enforced there. It had 
been so long since Marilyn and Tony 
had been host to anyone in their house 
that Tony actually found himself look- 
ing forward to his mother-in-law’s visit. 
Tony was still hoping that they could 
have a child, but the only time Marilyn 
had been able to conceive she had 
miscarried in the fourth month. Tony 
tried to imagine how the guest room 
would look if it were covered with the 
football posters and model airplanes 
that a son might have brought to it. 

“Are you listening to me, Anthony? 
I won’t have it. Get them out. Under- 
stand?” 

Marilyn sneered at her husband, 
then turned and quickly left the room. 
Tony slid along the mattress closer to 
the cage. The two creatures within 
made shrill, screeching noises in which 
he thought they were trying to com- 
municate something, but Tony could 
not understand them. 


* * + * 


Tony had hurried, but he had still 
missed his regular train, and when he 
looked around the car for the people 
who usually rode with him to work he 
could not see any of them. He was 
stuffed in a trainload of strangers. 
Though the train was crowded, no one 
sat next to him. People would walk up 
to Tony, who was sitting with the cage 
on his lap, and then move on. 

He was relieved to get to his office, 
finally. The coffee wagon was already 
out in the hall. He bought a buttered 
roll and a tea and wandered clumsily to 
his door with his burden. 

As he approached the door he could 
hear movement within the office. He 
kicked the door open instead of unlock- 
ing it, and instantly felt foolish, for 
inside were his assistant, David 
Grumet, and Catherine Kempke, the 
Assistant Office Manager. They 
straightened their clothing as Tony 
moved forward and placed the cage 


where a patch of light warmed the 
desk. 

“You don’t have my office yet,” 
whispered Tony so that only David 
could hear. “It’s still mine.” 

David shrugged. “After working so 
hard last night I didn't think you’d be 
in this early,” he said, smiling. 

“Well, Iam,” said Tony. “And I will 
be. Remember that.” 

Catherine moved to the desk, pat- 
ting down her skirt, her face red. 
“They're so cute,” she said. “Did you 
buy them for your wife?” 

Tony liked the way Catherine's eyes 
sparkled. ; 

“I think they’re disgusting,” said 
David, gtimacing, rapping on the cage 
with a wooden ruler. The animals 
squealed. 

“My wife?” said Tony, laughing. 
“No. I seem to have adopted them 
temporarily through the courtesy of 
Amtrak. I can’t keep them, though. 
Do you know anyone who might want 
them?” 

David slouched out of the room. 

“Do you mean it, Mr. Trattiano?” 
said Catherine. “I’ve always fancied 
having guinea pigs. But...do you 
know if they’re the same sex? Two of 
them would be all I could handle, I’d 
think.” 

“I don’t really know, Cathy.” 

“They are cute, though.” Catherine 
licked her lips. “Tell you what, I'll call 
my roommate and find out if it’s all 
tight with her. I should be able to let 
you know by lunchtime.” 

Tony nodded, and she left. He went 
to work on the Miller contract, trying to 
ignote for a while the fuzzy creatures 
that sat beside him. David was of no 
help, as usual, and was often missing 
that morning for lengthy, unexplained 
periods of time. Tony thought that was 
better sometimes; at least when David 
was gone, Tony was sure he couldn't 
sctew up. 

As Tony worked, the sun moved in 
the sky and the patch of light that 
illumed the creatures on the desk 
moved to warm the back of his neck. 
Hours had passed, and Tony was tired, 
one long stretch of work wiping out the 
energy gained from the night’s sleep. 


25 





Be eS ee 





ri 







































































He let his head fall. back on the leather 
pillow of the swivel chair, and felt che 
sun warm the hair on the top of his 
head. 

There was a chittering, and Tony 
looked up to see the two creatures walk- 
ing toward him on top of the green 
protective felt of his desktop, the door- 
less cage empty by his right hand. Tony 
frowned, feeling languid and dizzy, 
and the two creatures climbed on top of 
his chest. Theit eyes blazed and he 
shivered. His head buzzed. 

David walked into the room, sneer- 
ing. He yawned, and with a backward 
swipe knocked the creatures from 
Tony’s chest. They lay on the carpeting, 
motionless. Tony tried to leap up, but 
found he could not move. David stared 
at him with distaste, and all Tony could 
do was stare back with intense hatred, 
his head pounding. 

The image faded, and Tony found 
himself looking at a framed picture of 
his father on the wall, and not knowing 
why. 

Tony’s stomach was growling. He 
pushed the papers away from him, to 
the other end of the desk. He looked 
over them at the creatures in the cage 
and realized that he had not fed the 
animals since he had found them. They 
did not seem to show discomfort, but 
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Tony was sure they must be hungry. 
Maybe he would get a head of lettuce 
for them while he was picking up lunch 
for himself. 

Tony wished he had an assistant he 
could send out to get something so he 
could work continuously on the Miller 
contract, but the company had never 
let him hire one; no toom for it in the 
budget, they kept saying. Maybe if he 
asked Catherine she would arrange to 
have one of the secretaries pick up that 
head of lettuce. She liked the creatures; 
maybe she would go get it herself. 

Tony smiled, thinking about Cath- 
erine. He put his feet up on the desk 
where he could peer between the tips of 
his shoes at the creatures in their cage. 


* oe OR K 


Tony rode the Amtrak Metroliner 
with a cage in his lap for the third 
time. He had hoped that Catherine 
would have been able to spare him that 
this evening, ‘but her roommate had 
objected to the whole idea. of adopting 
guinea pigs; it was difficult enough liv- 
ing with a roommate, she’d said. Pets 
would be #oo much of a bother. Tony 
held the cage tightly in his hands. He 
pulled a finger away and saw that the 
bars had left red welts there, but he 
continued his firm grip. 
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The train was crowded, unlike the 
night before. Tony had left early, refus- 
ing to stay late at the office as he usually 
did to avoid the rows with Marilyn. A 
woman sat down beside him, ignoring 
both Tony and the creatures, and bur- 
ied her nose in The Wall Street Journal. 
Tony knew that Marilyn would be 
upset with him for not getting rid of 
the animals but, even so, for some rea- 
son he wanted to get this tide over 
with. He wished the train would speed 
up so he could rush to meet her anger. 
He frowned, for he did not know why. 
He looked down at the creatures, who 
stared back motionless in his lap. 

When the train stopped at Capitol 
Beltway, Tony leapt up and walked 
quickly to his car. He drove home too 
fast, and skidded twice. 

At home, Marilyn was puttering in 
the kitchen. Tony smiled, feeling 
happy that he had arrived before she'd 
armed herself for her usual instant 
harangues, and tiptoed past the door- 
way. He went to the bedroom and put 
the cage on the dresser. When he 
turned to the doorway, his wife was 
there, filling it. She crinkled her nose. 

“T can smell those bastards, you son 
of a bitch. You didn’t get rid of them 
like I told you to, did you?” 

“Marilyn, I really think we should 
talk this out.” 

“There'll be no more talking, An- 
thony.” 

Marilyn plucked Tony's pillow from 
under the striped comforter and tossed 
it toward his head. He tried to duck, 
but it hit him in the face and he took a 
step back. 

“Marilyn, I’m asking you for the last 
time,” he said firmly. 

Marilyn laughed and tugged a blan- 
ket from the closet. “Look who’s mak- 
ing ultimatums,” she shouted, swiping 
at him with it, backing him out of the 
bedroom. When he was in the living 
room she threw it at him and slammed 
the door. 

Tony looked at the doorway, quietly 
catching his breath. He lay down on 
the couch and covered himself with his 
blanket. He looked at the cracks on the 
ceiling, pulling pictures out of them as 
one does out of clouds, and fell asleep 
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thinking of his wife, glad that she was 
in the next room and that he was here. 

He fell into what he assumed were 
dreams, and he saw Marilyn holding 
the creatures’ metal cage. The animals’ 
eyes glowed. An angry expression was 
on her face as she held it before’ her. 
She tightened her fingers and pulled 
the cage apart, the metal cracking like 
dry spaghetti. As the creatures tumbled 
out and-éll, she caught one in ‘the 


palm of each hand. Smiling; slfe held * 


them out to Tony, and™folded her 
fingers into fists. 

She squeezed, and her eyes flew 
open wide as blood oozed from 
between her knuckles. 


* * * * ¥ 


Tony awoke; springing up on the 
couch. Had-that been a burst of light to 
his left? His heart was beating wildly, 
afid his fingertips were tingling. His 
breathing was ragged and rapid, and he 
had to force himself to breathe more 
slowly. ° ; 

He thought he'd heard a scream. 

He listened carefully, but could hear 
nothing. Perhaps he had called out in 
his sleep, but he could not remember 
doing so. Someone must have cried out 
a short distance away. Perhaps a car 
zooming by filled with teenagers. For a 
moment he envied them their boister- 
ous camaraderie, - 

Easing himself off the couch, he 
walked into the kitchen and drank a 
glass of water. Why had he slept on the 
couch, anyway? He felt odd, as if he'd 
just had a terrible nightmare, but he 
could not recall ic. He did not like 
going back to sleep feeling this way. 
Did married men fear their nightmares 
as much as he did, or could they talk 
themselves out of their eerie post- 
dream mental state? 

He stood in front of the sink watch- 
ing the faucet drip, and thought about: 
making himself something: to eat, but 
then looked at the clock and saw that it 
was almost time to leave for work 
anyway. Besides, he wasn't really 
hungry yet. 

In the bedroom, Tony stripped off 
his clothing, then set out on the 
bed what he would: wear that day so 
it would be ready for him when he 
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stepped out of the shower. He puzzled 
over whether a plaid tie went with a 
pink shirt, and smiled. He wished he 
lived with someone who could help 
him with things like that. 

In. the shower, Tony watched the 
water fall and wished that he had got- 
ten married. Sometimes being single 
wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. The 
echo of the warm drizzle reminded him 
of how empty the house was, of: how 
large. it seemed without someone to 
share it. He soaped himself, thinking 
that it would be nice not co live in: this 





lonely big box by himself anymore. 

Maybe later that morning Tony 
would ask Catherine to lunch. He'd 
like that, having someone to talk to 
about something other than the Miller 
contract, even if just for an hour that 
day. Yes. 


* * *& + 


As he adjusts his tie, Tony thinks he 
might get a pet. 
A guinea pig, perhaps. 
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